Epidemiologic analysis of prenatal exposure to cough medicines containing dextromethorphan: no evidence of human teratogenicity.
In a recent experimental study on chick embryos, Andaloro et al. (1998, Pediatr. Res. 43:1-7) observed a relationship between neural crest/neural tube defects (NTDs) and prenatal exposure to dextromethorphan. These authors made an extrapolation of their results to the human embryo, indicating that this drug could produce NTDs in humans. Rosenquist (1999, Teratology 60:58-60) based on the results of the epidemiologic study performed by Ferencz et al. (1997, Perspect. Pediatr. Cardiol. 5:50-162), concluded that dextromethorphan could cause congenital heart defects in humans. Because this drug is an over-the-counter drug, the suggestion of those authors has led to great controversy and public concern about the possible teratogenic effect of this drug on the human embryo. We present the results of a case-control study by using logistic regression analyses on the effect of prenatal exposure to drugs containing dextromethorphan only, or in combination with other drugs, on human development. We mostly analyzed dextromethorphan. The study was designed in part as hypothesis confirmation for NTDs and congenital heart defects and, in part, as hypotheses generation by testing the association with many other congenital defects. The results do not show a relation between the occurrence of NTDs and heart defects or other defects with exposure to drugs containing dextromethorphan. The usual use of dextromethorphan in cough medications during pregnancy does not increase the risk for congenital defects.